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The Relationship

between Teacher

Attitudes and Student

Perceptions of

Classroom Climate

Since 1970, when Flanders stressed that

"teaching behavior is the most potent,
single, controllable factor that can alter
learning opportunities in the classroom"
(1970, p. 13), an increasing number of

educators have come to similar conclusions

(Bennett 1976; Gage 1978; Brophy 1979;
Good 1979). At the same time, however,
many of the studies related to teaching be-

haviors fail to make clear the distinction
between these behaviors and the attitudes

Jacques S. Benninga
Thomas R. Guskey

University of Kentucky

and perceptions of teachers. For example,
labels associated with certain behavioral
characteristics-such as honest, aggressive,

authoritarian, destructive, democratic,

etc.-are the same labels used to describe

Kathy R. Thornburg

University of Missouri, Columbia

attitudes and personality characteristics.

According to Hamachek (1978), ".

people tend to behave in a manner which is

consistent with what they believe to be
true. In this sense, seeing is not only believing, seeing is behaving" (p. 42). Similar
conclusions relating teachers' attitudes and

perceptions to their subsequent behavior
have been drawn by Good, Biddle, and

Brophy (1975) and Clark and Yinger

(1979). Thus, if the attitudes and percep-

tions of teachers affect their behavior and

the roles they have defined for themselves
(Brophy and Good 1974), it is important to
understand these underlying beliefs, par-

ticularly since they may have impact on
how teachers behave toward pupils (Palar-

dy 1969; Seaver 1973; Pilling and Pringle
1978).

Several studies have explored the re-

lationship between teachers' attitudes and

The Elementaiy School Journal

Volume 82, Number 1
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perceptions and their interactions with
pupils. Ryans (1964) found that teachers
receiving high observer assessments on his
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showing
either
academic
improvement
(p. 29). As a result of their or
academic failure, Brookover and Lezotte
review, Haak et al. felt that sufficient evi-

(1979) found that the staffs of the im- dence did exist to warrant the developproving schools (a) tended to believe that ment of a group instrument to measure
all of
of their students could master the basic
all
student perceptions of teachers at the
objectives; (b) held decidedly higher and lower primary level. If, as has been
apparently increasing expectations with suggested, teachers' attitudes do affect beregard to the educational accomplishments havior, and if that behavior has impact on
of their students; (c) were much more
student perceptions about the classroom
likely to assume responsibility for teaching and resultant student achievement (Page
the basic reading and math skills and were 1958; Staines 1958; Coopersmith and
much more committed to doing so; and (d) Feldman 1974; Brophy 1979), a study of

were generally less satisfied
satisfied than
than the
the staffs
staffs the interaction of teacher attitudes and
in the declining schools.
student perceptions may have important

Considering the importance of these ramifications for both teachers and teacher
attitude differences, a logical question is educators.
whether young
whether
young students
studentscan
canindeed
indeedaccuaccuMethod
rately perceive and evaluate these differences in their teachers. Little evidence

Subjects

exists relative
a A total of forty-two classroom units, ineyiqtq
relntivP to
tn this
thic question.
nqipctinn.Although
Altbniicrb
few studies have shown that students in the cluding all of the first, second, and third
middle grades and in high school are able
grades in a school district contiguous to a
to discriminate between their teachers with large metropolitan area, were selected for
regard to the quality of teacher-pupil
the study. Most of the children enrolled in
interaction (Amatora 1952; Symonds 1955;these schools came from middle-class
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homes. Generally, their
parents
were
anonymity
of their responses,
a great deal
either employed by oneofof
concern
several
was expressed
colleges
that the school
or universities in the area or worked at
administration would have access to their
other skilled or professional jobs. The
responses. Consequently, nineteen of the
selected first-, second-, and third-grade
forty-two teachers did not complete the
teachers had a range of classroom experibiographical information as requested.

Matched information for teachers and
ence from 1 to over 30 years, with a mean

of 8.3 years. Forty of the teachers were
students was thus available for only

female, and all were Caucasian.

twenty-three teachers. Relationships
The children included in the study
among the teacher variables, however,

were all those in attendance at the three

were determined by using the information

elementary schools in the district on the
from all forty-two teachers. In addition,
testing dates. Included were 378 first
students evaluated their teachers along
graders, 405 second graders, and 364
three dimensions: rapport with students
third graders, for a total of 1,147
and interactional competence (stimulating
primary-level children. There were 606 interactive style), classroom climate (unboys and 541 girls. Testing was completed reasonable negativity), and fosterage of
at the end of October, approximately 2V2 self-esteem.
months after the beginning of the school
Instrumentation
year. It was felt that this 10-week period

was sufficient time for teachers to have
made initial determinations as to students'

Teacher variables. All of the teacher

variables were measured through the use

ability levels (i.e., reading group place- of self-report questionnaires individually
ments, particular behavioral problems, administered to each teacher. Completed
etc.) and to thoroughly familiarize students questionnaires were collected by the au-

with classroom procedures. Furthermore, thors several days after dissemination.
The first teacher attitude measure was
students were well into the second grading
period at this time and their daily routine obtained using the F-Scale, Forms 40 and
was established.
45, developed by Adorno et al. (1950). The
Design

This investigation emphasized the relationship between teacher attitudes and
students' perceptions of teacher behavior.
To assess these relationships, measures of
teachers' attitudes and perceptions of their

own teaching, and the children's percep-

tions of their teachers were collected. The

measures of teacher attitudes and percep-

tions of teaching included measures of
authoritarianism, control, teaching self-

concept, responsibility for student

achievement, and affect toward teaching.

Demographic information was also requested of all teachers, including their

years of teaching experience, postgraduate
education, age, sex, and name. In spite of
efforts to reassure the teachers of the

F-Scale is designed to measure individual
prejudices and antidemocratic tendencies.
This scale was originally developed in an
effort to identify attitudes which would in-

dicate the degree to which a respondent

accepted authoritarian beliefs. Scale items
indicate the strength of such attitudes as
conventionalism, authoritarian submission, superstition, power, destructiveness,

and projectivity. A higher score on the
F-Scale indicates a greater authoritarian
tendency.
The second teacher attitude measure
was the Attitude toward the Freedom of

Children Scale (Shaw and Wright 1967).

This scale contains thirty-three statements
concerning children's rights and liberties.

Scores on the scale are determined from
the median scale values of items with which
SEPTEMBER 1981
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the subject agrees. A the
higher
score
on this
booklet assessed
teaching
self-concep
scale indicates a greater
toof control
This scale need
also consists
thirty Likert-ty
children's behavior, whereas
a lower
rating scale items
adoptedscore
from simil

indicates a more laissez-faire, childbehaviorally based self-concept items d
centered attitude in dealing with children.veloped in the research of Brookov

The final three questionnaires were (1973). For each item teachers indicate
randomly arranged in a booklet togethertheir feelings in relation to particular b
with instructions. One of the question-haviors or characteristics relevant to
naires was the Responsibility for Student teaching. Items were both positive and
Achievement Questionnaire (RSA) devel-negative and were also rated on a fiveoped by Guskey (1980). This scale contains point scale from strongly agree to strongly
thirty alternative weighting items which as- disagree. Again, response weights were resess teachers' beliefs in their own control of versed for negative items. An example of a

factors influencing the academic successespositive item would be, "Most of my students consider my class worthwhile"; while

and failures of their students. Two sub-

scale scores are obtained from the RSA,
a negative item would be, "I often have
one assessing self-responsibility for posidoubts about my teaching effectiveness."
tive events in the classroom (R+) and Pilot
the testing of this scale also showed it to
other measuring self-responsibility for
be quite reliable, with a Cronbach alpha
coefficient of .84.
negative classroom events (R-). The R+
subscale is reported to have an internal re-Student variables. Children's perceptions
liability of .79, while that of the R- subof their teachers were measured by using

scale is .88.

the Student Evaluation of Teaching II

A second questionnaire was designed(SET II), a group measure developed by
Haak et al. (1972). This instrument conto assess affect toward teaching; that is,

how much teachers like teaching and howtained twenty-three statements, on cards,
positively or negatively they feel about
individually packaged for each child. After
various aspects of teaching. This measure
identifying a card, its statement was read
consists of thirty Likert-type rating scale
aloud to the group (e.g., "The next card
items, most of which were adopted from has a picture of a flower on it. The card
items contained in the Self-Observational
says 'She is nice when we make mistakes.' If
Scales (SOS) for students (KatzenmeyerMs. Jones is nice when you make mistakes,
and Stenner 1974). Each of the items input the flower card in the mailbox folder.

this questionnaire asked teachers to in-If Ms. Jones is not nice when you make

dicate their feelings in regard to a particu-mistakes, put the flower card in the

lar statement. Five options were available
trashcan folder"). In scoring this instru-

ment, statements were divided into three
for the rating, ranging from strongly agree
to strongly disagree. The statements weremajor categories: stimulating interactive
both positive and negative. For example, astyle, classroom climate (unreasonable
positive item would be, "I enjoy learning
negativity), and fosterage of self-esteem.

about new classroom techniques"; while a

Results
negative item would be, "I often get bored
in discussions about education." The
Our first step in analyzing the data was to
weights assigned to response optionscalculate
were the scale score means and standard
for each of the teacher and
reversed for negative items. Pilot testingdeviations
of

this scale showed it to be fairly reliable,
student variables. Comparisons between

measures
obtained from teachers who
with a Cronbach alpha coefficient of
.85.

The third questionnaire contained
in
participated
fully (N=23) and those
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teachers whose data could not be matched

variables were computed using only those
with student data (N= 19) are illustrated inteachers with matched student data. Sev-

table 1. Scores on the three student mea-

eral of these correlations were statistically
sures represent average teacher ratings bysignificant and the direction of the interstudents on these variables.
relationships between several other variTable 2 shows the intercorrelations

between teacher and student variables.

ables indicates a number of interesting

tendencies.

Again, relationships involving student
Teachers' affect toward teaching scores
TABLE 1. Means and Standard Deviations of Teacher and Student Variables

Group

Fully Participating (N=23) Nonmatched (N= 19)
Variables

X

SD

X

SD

Teacher variables:

F-Scale 109.19 (22.30) 107.68 (17.03)
Freedom of children 6.13 (.62) 5.92 (.78)
R+ scale 53.08
R- scale 47.23

(4.25)
(3.48)

52.42
43.64

(4.78)
(7.92)

Affect toward teaching 103.61 (9.92) 105.05 (10.75)
Teaching self-concept 96.04 (4.99) 95.89 (4.69)

Student variables:

Interactive style 10.21 (.54) 10.02 (.60)
Negativity 8.73 (.50) 8.78 (.59)
Fostering self-esteem 7.09 (.37) 6.93 (.58)

NOTE.-Scores on the three student variables represent

variables.

TABLE 2. Intercorrelations among Teacher and Student Variables Corrected for Attenuation (N=42)
Teacher Variables Student Variables

Freedom Affect Teaching Inter- Fostering
of R+ R- toward Self- active Negativ- SelfVariables F-Scale Children Scale Scale Teaching Concept Style ity Esteem
Teacher variables:

F-Scale 1.00 .188 -.198 .184 -.278 .218 -.099 -.188 .107
Freedom of

children 1.00 .166 -.202 -.186 .303* -.319* .022 -.098
R+ scale 1.00 .228 .401* -.332* .293 -.105 -.046
R- scale 1.00 -.208 .088 -.097 -.117 -.067
Affect toward

teaching 1.00 -.130 -.100 -.138 .232
Teaching
self-concept 1.00 -.083 -.030 -.222

Student variables:

Interactive style
Negativity

1.00 -.341* .627*
1.00
-.506*

Fostering
self-esteem

1.00

NOTE.-Intercorrela

for whom matched data were available.

*p<.05.
SEPTEMBER 1981
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were all in a direction consistent with ex-

among these variables, the sample of

pected trends. That is, teachers who likedtwenty-three teachers for whom student

data could be matched was subdivided acteaching more tended to be less authori-

tarian, felt less need to control their stu-cording to grade level taught and number
dents, and felt greater responsibility for of years of teaching experience. As can be
positive student learning outcomes. seen in table 3, the grade level at which a
Teachers who reported higher teachingteacher taught (within this narrow range)
self-concepts, on the other hand, tended to
had little effect upon students' ratings of
the teacher. Grade 1 teachers did tend to
be more authoritarian, were more restrictive in regard to children's freedom, receive consistently more positive ratings
and felt less responsibility for positive stu-than Grade 3 teachers; however, these difdent learning outcomes.
ferences were not statistically significant.
Thus two typologies seemed to emerge.
In regard to years of teaching experiOne type of teacher appeared to likeence, the data in table 4 show little difteaching, felt responsible for positive classference between the groups. There was a
room events, and was more open andtendency for less experienced teachers to
democratic. The other type seemed to
receive more positive ratings from their
have a higher self-regard but a more con-students than did teachers with many years
trolling, authoritarian perspective on chil-of experience, but again this difference

dren.

The students of these teachers, how-

TABLE 3. Means and Standard Deviations of Student

ever, did not seem to identify these teacher
Ratings of Teachers at Different Grade Levels
differences. Only one correlation between
Teaching Level
teacher and student variables proved to be
significant. As teachers felt a greater need

to control children (Attitude toward the
Freedom of Children Scale), they were

Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3

Student Rating (N = 8) (N= 8) (N=7)

seen by their students as having less rapInteractive style 10.24 10.43 10.07
port (interactive style). In other words, the
(.44) (.56) (.63)

more controlling teachers were seen byNegativity 8.53 8.80 8.90
(.48) (.51) (.52)
their students as not making school fun,
Fostering self-esteem 7.19 7.04 6.90
(.32) (.40) (.38)

not listening to what they wanted, not lik-

ing to teach, and not helping them. A
positive correlation which approached

significance was found between teachers'

TABLE 4. Means and Standard Deviations of Student

responsibility for positive classroom events

(R+ scale) and the students' perception of
teachers' interactive style.

Ratings of Teachers with Different Levels of
Experience

Number of Years Teaching

Our data did show that the students

were very consistent in their perceptions of
the teachers. Those teachers who were

Experience

1-3 4-12 12+

Student Rating (N= 5) (N= 13) (N=5)

rated by their students as highly interactive

were also rated as not negative (e.g., stu-Average years 1.80 7.38 26.40

dents rated them low on such items as "She

experience (.84) (2.84) (4.04)

gets mad a lot," "She thinks I act ugly") and Interactive style 10.23 10.34 9.87

(.67) (.49) (.51)

as fostering self-esteem (e.g., "She likes Negativity 8.42 8.72 9.10

me," "She thinks I can do a lot on my

(.50) (.47) (.41)
Fostering self-esteem 7.17 7.11 6.90

own").

To further investigate relationships

(.60) (.32) (.23)
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TABLE 5. Means and Standard Deviations of Student

Ratings of Teachers by Student Gender
Male Female
Students Students

Student Rating (N =606) (N=541)
Interactive style 10.40 10.09

(1.32) (1.21)

Negativity 8.69 8.80

(1.26) (1.19)

Fostering self-esteem 7.18 6.95

(1.26) (1.13)

failed to meet the criteria of statistical

tion of such patterns would be an important question for future research.

Research on parenting styles may be

seen as having parallel implications.

Baldwin (1948), for example, found that
highly democratic parents had children
who were bossy, physically vigorous and
active, and highly socially involved, while

highly controlling parents had children
who were obedient, suggestible, fearful,
and lacking in tenacity. Similarly, the students of highly democratic teachers might

be expected to be more independent and

significance.

boisterous, while those students of more

Differences among the mean scores
given teachers by students (matched and
unmatched samples combined) of different sexes were next explored. Male stu-

controlling teachers might be expected to

teachers more positively than did female
students, although this difference was not

teachers in settings where effective teaching is equated with maintaining control.

statistically significant.

Highly controlling parents who are
greatly concerned with maintaining authority and who value obedience for its

dents consistently rated their female

Discussion

be quieter and more obedient. Having

greater control over students may be reassuring to many teachers, and hence they

may feel better about themselves as

own sake also have been found to have

Our major hypothesis relating to young
children who are lacking in empathy

children's ability to accurately perceive at-(Feshbach 1974), are low in self-esteem
titudinal differences in their teachers was
(Coopersmith 1967), are poor in the inter-

partially supported. Our data show that nalization of moral standards (Hoffman

teachers who felt a greater need to exercise and Saltzstein 1967), are frequently sad
control over their students and felt less reand withdrawn, and who lack a sense of

sponsible for the positive learning out- independence (Baumrind 1971, 1973).
comes of their students were perceived by However, Baumrind found that when partheir students more negatively than those ents imposed fairly high demands on their
teachers who felt less need to control and
children, while at the same time enwho felt more personal responsibility.
couraging verbal give and take in their exOur data also suggest that teachers who planations of, and rationales for, desired
report higher teaching self-concepts tend behavior, their children were more into feel less responsibility for positive class-dependent and socially responsible.
room events, and their students appear to
Extending these findings to the classbe sensitive to this lack of involvement.
room setting, teachers who feel a greater
Teachers who report lower teaching self- sense of responsibility for positive learning
concepts, on the other hand, appear to ac- outcomes may foster in their students a decept greater responsibility for positive stu- sire to perform at higher levels (Weber
dent outcomes. Since these data are corre1971; Brookover and Lezotte 1979; and

lational, and thus imply no cause-and- Rutter et al. 1979), with more positive
classroom interactions (interactive style)

effect relationship, the reasons for these
relationships cannot be determined from
the present study. However, the explana-

resulting as a by-product of these attitudes.

Undoubtedly, the influence of parents is
SEPTEMBER 1981
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aboutinfluence
the anonymity of of
their a
responses.
much greater than the
sinThis the
is not animplications
uncommon problem in edugle teacher. However,
of
cational
research,
and care
should be taken
these parenting studies
do
seem
noteworthy, particularly in regard
to secure a large
to enough
primary-level
sample in studies
of this type to ensure the usability of the
Our analysis of grade level differences results. While comparisons did show that
among students in their ratings of teacher the unidentified teachers in our sample
attitudes revealed that first-, second-, and rated themselves quite similarly to the exthird-grade students all rated their perimental teachers, the size of our origiteachers quite positively in comparison nal sample was greatly reduced.
with established norms. First graders
The results of the study do suggest that
tended to rate their teachers more highly certain teacher attitudes are related to stuthan did third graders. These results may dent perceptions of teachers. If teaching
be interpreted from a developmental per- behaviors are influenced by teacher atspective. Young children, because of their titudes, changes in teacher behavior may

children.

egocentricity, tend to have unilateral re- also change attitudes. If teachers had
spect for authority figures (Piaget 1965). available to them more effective interactive
The youngest children would thus inter- techniques to use in the classroom (e.g.,
pret almost any action of the authority as Brophy 1979), it seems likely that they
the correct action, and therefore teacher might assume more responsibility for sturatings would be positive. As children de- dent outcomes and might, in the process,
velop, this social orientation changes from change their attitudes toward students. Reone of unilateral respect to one of cooper- search on changing student outcomes
ation, implying the gratification of needs through alterations in teacher behavior
on both sides. Thus, as children mature
may have only short-term effects if the
one might expect them to become more changes in teacher behavior are not linked
discriminating in the evaluation of their to a concurrent change in teacher at-

teachers. Given the variation in personality titudes. This area should not be overdimensions found in this study and the looked by educational researchers.

uniformity of student evaluations, the
foregoing explanation seems justifiable,

especially in light of recent studies which

indicate that teachers tend to be more dis-

approving of male students (Lee and
Wolinsky 1973; Brophy and Good 1974;
Etaugh and Harlow 1975). Despite such

Note

An earlier version of this paper was pre-

differential teacher behavior, our young sented to the International Congress on Early

Childhood Education, Tel Aviv, Israel, Janumale subjects continued to rate their ary
1980.

teachers highly.
This study was somewhat limited by the
fact that the responses of nineteen teachers
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